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After 21 long years, the S.C. Supreme Court has spoken in the Abbeville case, in which poor
rural districts challenged the state’s funding of public education as inadequate and inequitable.
The 3-2 decision found for the plaintiffs and will require the plaintiffs and defendants (the state)
to present a resolution plan to the Court for approval.
The case was originally filed by 34 of the then-91 school districts, later pared down to eight and
then seven plaintiff districts. It has been back and forth between District Court and the State
Supreme court multiple times, with some limited relief provided in an earlier decision that
benefited pre-kindergarten programs in poor rural districts. That program, however, has not been
fully funded. The Court majority pointed to three factors in particular that meant that even equal
or greater financial resources per pupil than the state average might not be sufficient to provide a
minimally adequate education in poor rural districts. Those three factors were high
transportation costs (in terms of both transportation expenditures and student time costs), low
teacher quality (measured by high turnover and poorer teacher credentials), and poverty.
The problem: transportation. In 2013, South Carolina’s average population density (people per
square mile) was 158.8 persons per square mile. If we define rural as population less than 1/3
the state average, 14 of the 46 counties would be classified as rural, with population densities
ranging from 25.3 in Allendale County to 567.7 in Greenville County Thirty of the of the 46
counties have just one school district, But there are also rural school districts with low
population density in some of the more urban counties, including Anderson and Spartanburg.
Population density is an important consideration in the cost of serving rural districts. Children in
these districts spend much of their day on the bus and can seldom participate in extra-curricular
activities or after-school enrichment programs because of lack of transportation. Even young
children can have school days, counting travel time, as long as 12 hours, leaving little time for
play or for homework. The cost of transportation falls on the district, except for the state’s
episodic purchase of new school buses. Ideally, rural districts would be served by more and
smaller schools with smaller classes so that the schools would be closer to the children’s homes,
but that also drives up the expense.
The solution: At a minimum, the cost of transportation per pupil should be a factor in state aid,
similar to poverty, special needs students, vocational education enrollment, and other factors that
increase unavoidable costs in some districts more than in others. Some portion of state aid

should be based on population density and/or on school bus miles driven, even if it means that
some small share of the additional funds go to non-poor but low density (rural) districts that also
have high transportation costs. Efforts should be made to strengthen the quality of that critical
pre-school and primary grades learning experience cited in the previous circuit court decision by
making sure that there are enough buses and drivers and that schools are sufficiently accessible
so that at least the younger students have no more than a nine hour school day including
transportation time. State aid may have to play a role in constructing and staffing more and
smaller elementary schools in rural districts as well.
The problem: teacher quality. The Court found that South Carolina’s poor, rural districts have
difficulty attracting and retaining qualified teachers. Teacher turnover is high, as is the number
of teachers not meeting standards or teaching outside their area of qualification. Rural districts
have more inexperienced teachers and teachers with a limited command of English. Attracting
and retaining good teachers is difficult, not just because of low salaries, but also other nonmonetary considerations. The students are challenging to teach because of their poverty, limited
exposure to the larger world through books, travel, and other kinds of enrichment, and limited
aspirations because they do not see opportunities in their local communities. Furthermore, rural
communities offer teachers limited opportunities for cultural enrichment, amenities, spousal
employment, and quality education for their own children.
It is more challenging to teach students who are disadvantaged by poverty and by limited
experience in the larger world beyond Williamsburg or Hampton County. These districts have
trouble attracting and retaining qualified teachers. They have limited borrowing capacity, so
their inability to borrow funds to improve their facilities means that many of their school
buildings are old, in need of repair and modernization, and not an attractive place to teach.
The solution: The Court suggested exploring consolidation of school districts as part of the
overall solution to the handicaps of small rural districts. Consolidation might make some
contribution to resolving the challenge of hiring, supporting, and retaining good teachers, but it is
not likely to be enough. Certainly increased funding would enable these districts to pay
competitive salaries and incentives for teachers to teach in “special needs” districts similar to
how teacher student loan forgiveness is part of the solution. The state needs to play a role here.
Teaching is a profession, and many of the rewards are non-monetary. Hiring teams of teachers
that can support each other can create a more supportive work environment. Preparing and
encouraging future teachers to teach for a time in a challenging environment as a form of public
service is another possibility. Sharing resources across districts with a Board of Comprehensive
Educational Services is a practice in rural districts in Georgia, New York and other states.
Districts can contract with these public entities to outsource a variety of services such as school
lunch programs, special education, or professional development so that they can benefit from the
same economies of scale as larger school districts. Resources for distance education, such as
Skype, can be put to use for parent –teacher meetings or homework centers in small communities
in order to engage families in supporting and encouraging their children. Of the three problems
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identified by the court, the problem of attracting and retaining and rewarding good teachers is the
one that lends itself most to learning from other states with rural districts from New York to
Texas to Montana.
The problem: Poverty. Poverty is the heart of the problem. Poor families, limited job
opportunities, a declining tax base, and aging school infrastructure are the major symptoms.
Poverty can snuff out hope, so that students see no benefit from more education if there are no
job opportunities. If they are working, poverty-stricken parents are often working more than one
job and they have little time or energy to devote to supporting their students’ education efforts.
Poor homes have few books and other learning opportunities. Impoverished families have little
access to the learning technologies that many middle school children often take for granted. In
poor counties, school districts have to levy high school mill rates just to generate enough revenue
to meet basic educational needs, and these high mill rates discourage not just industry but also
commercial development in their districts.
The solution. Part of the solution certainly lies in targeted economic development. Lower mill
rates and state investment in infrastructure might help with attracting and retaining industry and
commercial activity over the long run. Better schools—better buildings, better teachers—are an
important factor in economic development, to ensure not only a qualified labor force but also the
kind of community that will appeal to both teachers and business firms whose employees would
be (or are) living in this area. Better schools cost money. Like teacher quality and transportation,
the problem of poverty requires more funds—more direct payments for school operations in the
short run, more investment in the future of rural districts in terms of infrastructure (including
schools) and job opportunities in the long run.
The problem: Money. Each of the three problems identified by the court points in the direction
of funding, and especially directing a larger share of the funding to poor, rural districts. The
constitution makes it clear that the state is responsible for education, but like most states, the
funding responsibility is shared with the local school district. When the Education Finance Act
was passed in 1977, it was intended to be the primary source of state aid to schools and the
principal method of equalizing per pupil resources across school districts. Two factors were
important in this method. One was defining students in terms of those who are more expensive
to education—those with special needs or in higher cost programs such as vocational education.
So the formula is based not on just the number of students, but weighted students, with extra
weights for those unique factors. Recently a poverty weight was added. None of the many
channels of state aid considers transportation for education, other than intermittent purchase of
school buses.
The other part of the EFA formula that helped poorer districts was the split between the state
funding and the required local match. The average was 70% state and 30% local for the EFA
part of school funding, but the state match would be higher for a district with a low tax base and
much lower for a wealthier district with a lot of taxable wealth. Today EFA funds represent only
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31 percent of state aid (compared to 49 percent in 2000), and the EFA formula itself has not been
fully funded in a number of years.
Funding from the Educational Improvement Act, starting in 1985, is spread among districts
mainly on a per pupil basis, neither favoring nor disfavoring poorer districts. Act 388, passed in
2006, directed funds to school property tax relief and primarily benefited wealthier districts.
EIA, EFA, and property tax relief together account for about 75 percent of state aid to public
education. Total state aid per pupil from all sources was $5,364 in 2013, compared to $3,850 in
2000. Adjusted for inflation, state aid per pupil would have to have grown to $5,507 in 2013—
well into the economic recovery. So the state was actually providing fewer resources per pupil in
2013 than in 2000. Total spending per pupil increased a total of about seven percent over the 13
year period, adjusted for inflation. Because state aid in all forms lagged behind inflation, federal
aid and local taxes had to fill the gap, which happened in some districts but not in most. Some
districts fell farther behind than others. For poor rural districts, the failure of the state’s education
funding to keep pace with inflation was compounded by the shift in state funds away from
programs that benefited poor districts (mainly EFA) toward programs that benefited wealthier
districts (mainly Act 388 property tax relief).
The solution: Overhaul the distribution of state aid. In 2007-08, the State Department of
Education launched an ambitious effort to rethink how we fund our public schools in South
Carolina. Re-examining the weights, redefining base student cost, and the local match were all
part of the discussion centered on EFA. Out of that discussion came a fairly simple idea that was
gaining some currency when the financial crisis hit, at which point elected officials shelved any
idea of reform in favor of just staying above water. That idea is now worth considering as a part
of a response to the Court’s challenge to reform education funding.
The idea was that the local match should not be determined by the size of tax base, but rather on
how much a local district could raise on the basis of a standard millage. The standard millage is
easier to understand and explain than the index of taxpaying ability, which has been complicated
by taking owner-occupied property out of the tax base and offering fee in lieu agreements on
industrial property. Table 1 shows the 2013 school mill rate for the eight plaintiff districts
compared to the state district average. Allendale, Hampton 2, Lee, and Orangeburg 3 have mill
rates that are actually far above the state average, while the other four plaintiff districts are
somewhat close to the state average. Fifty-eight of the state’s 81 school districts have mill rates
of more than 200 mills, and 10 of them are over 300 mills, or 30 percent of the assessed value.
At the other extreme, only six counties, four of them along the coast, have mill rates of less than
150.
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Table 1
2013 Mill Rates
District
2013 Mill Rate
Allendale
288.0
Dillon 2
178.2
Florence 4
201.2
Hampton 2
325.0
Jasper
172.0
Lee
278.5
Marion 7
176.0
Orangeburg 3
265.0
SC Average
172.5

The state could choose a target rate for school operations of perhaps 150 mills, and require each
school district to levy at least 150 mills (or some other rate to be determined by the General
Assembly) as its local contribution. The proposal would call on the General Assembly to define
the total amount needed for operating expenses for each adjusted pupil (accounting for poverty,
special needs, and other factors) in order to provide an adequate education and an expanded
version of base student cost in the present EFA formula. To the amount raised locally by that
required millage, the state would add the funds presently distributed to the districts through
property tax relief, including Act 388, and then add enough funds (formerly EFA, EIA, and other
funding streams) to bring all school districts to that same level per adjusted pupil. School
districts that want additional funding for schools could levy additional millage. Many other
states that had originally used formulas similar to EFA have since modified those formulas to
define the local match in terms of a millage levy rather than a measure of tax capacity such as the
one South Carolina still uses.
That formula is simple to explain and understand. If, for example, district X has a tax base of
$80 million, a 150 mill levy for school operations would raise $12 million. With 2,000 adjusted
pupils, that would bring in $6,000 per pupil. Suppose that the state target is $11,000 per pupil,
not counting federal aid. Then the state would contribute $5,000 per adjusted pupil, including
property tax relief. The result would be more equalizing than the present system. It would also
reduce the handicap faced by poor rural districts in competing for retaining or expanding its
commercial and industrial tax base, because school taxes would be less unequal across districts,
and school taxes make up the largest share of total local property taxes.
However, this change would be only part of the answer to the court decision, because the court
argued that the cost of bringing those districts up to standard requires spending more per pupil,
not just the same amount. The second part of the solution means tackling poverty, teacher
quality, and transportation. Poverty is not an education problem, but it is an issue that is deeply
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intertwined with education. The state must address poverty, especially rural poverty, through
educating the next generation, providing students and their families with access to modern
learning technology, and implementing economic development strategies that provide these
future citizens with opportunities for gainful employment. Transportation is an education issue as
well as a financial one, and it can be addressed in a variety of ways, including incorporating a
transportation weight in the adjusted pupils part of the distribution formula. Finally, teacher
quality is a complex challenge that requires targeted strategies to attract and retain qualified
teachers in areas of rural poverty that appeal to their professionalism, their idealism, and their
financial rewards. All three of these issues may require some “catch-up” expenditures in addition
to revising the way that state aid is distributed. The uniform required local millage solution is not
the total answer, but it is an excellent place to begin.
Feel free to share this commentary, quote it with attribution, or download it from
http://selfcenter.clemson.edu
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